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CONTENT DELIVERY IN A NETWORK

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of priority to U.S. Pro-
visional Patent Application 61/043,663, filed Apr. 9, 2008,
titled “Content Distribution and Delivery in a Network”,
which is incorporated herein by reference for all purposes.

COPYRIGHT NOTICE

Contained herein is material that is subject to copyright
protection. The copyright owner has no objection to the fac-
simile reproduction of the patent disclosure by any person as
it appears in the Patent and Trademark Office files or records,
but otherwise reserves all rights to the copyright whatsoever.
Copyright © 2009 Level 3 Communications, LLC.

TECHNICAL FIELD

Embodiments presently disclosed generally relate to con-
tent distribution and delivery in a network. More specifically,
embodiments herein relate to streaming content to a requester
while simultaneously receiving the content from a media
access server.

BACKGROUND

Internet use has grown tremendously in recent years. The
types and sources of content on the Internet have also grown.
For example, computer users often access the Internet to
download video, audio, multimedia, or other types of content
for business, entertainment, education, or other purposes.
Users typically want content “on-demand”, and would prefer
not to wait a long time for download before viewing the
content. Certain types of content tend to take longer than
others to download. For example, download of a movie can
take many minutes or hours, depending on the type of down-
load technology used and the size of the movie file.

Conventional data transport technologies, such as Hyper-
text Transport Protocol (HTTP) or File Transport Protocol
(FTP), are designed to ensure high quality transmission, but
not necessarily for quick viewing of content. Generally, a web
server that employees HT TP delivers content using “progres-
sive download”. Using progressive download, all portions of
a file generally must be downloaded to the user’s computer
(e.g., the client) up to a given point in the content before the
user can begin watching the content from that point. As a
result, if the user is only interested in a particular portion of
the content somewhere in the middle of a file, the user must
wait until all of the content up to that point of interest is
received by the user’s computer. For example, if the user
wants to skip to a particular point in the content (e.g., using
the scroll bar in the user’s viewer), the user must generally
wait until all portions of the content up to the selected point
have been downloaded.

Streaming is an alternative to progressive download.
Streaming content offers advantages over progressive down-
load, from the user’s perspective. When content is streamed
from the server, virtually any portion of the content can be
viewed almost immediately by the user. For example, if the
user wants to skip to a particular point in the content, a
streaming server can immediately begin sending content
from the point requested by the user, rather than first deliver-
ing all content up to the requested point. In order to provide
streaming, a web server must have a streaming media server,
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2
such as Microsoft’s Windows Media Services™, RealNet-
works’ Helix Server™, or Adobe’s Flash Media Server™.,

However, much of the content on the Internet is still deliv-
ered with progressive download over HTTP because the
existing infrastructure supports these technologies. Network
providers often do not want to upgrade server computers to
include streaming media servers because of cost and potential
disruption of network operation. Network providers often
decide that progressive download is the simpler and less
costly option because it makes use of existing infrastructure.
As aresult, users who have client systems that are capable of
playing streaming content often cannot take full advantage of
their client’s streaming capability because web servers often
do not have the streaming capability.

In addition, generally content originates at a server (an
originating server) and is copied onto one or more other
servers (non-originating servers) throughout a network or
networks, which disseminate the content to computer users.
When a user requests to view content, a non-originating
server may be selected to handle the download based on some
selection criteria. Thus, many servers throughout a network
or networks may have copies of the same content. Given the
amount of content potentially available on a content delivery
network, in order to host copies of content throughout a
network takes a tremendous amount of storage capacity. It is
often impractical for copies of content to be hosted by non-
originating servers.

SUMMARY

Embodiments presently disclosed generally relate to con-
tent distribution and delivery in a network. More specifically,
embodiments herein relate to streaming content to a requester
while simultaneously receiving the content from a media
access server.

An embodiment of a method includes receiving a request
for the content from a requester, retrieving the content from a
media access server, and while retrieving the content from the
media access server, simultaneously streaming the content to
the requester. The media access server may include a server
selected from a group including an origin server and a content
distribution server. Retrieving the content may include
requesting the content from a server that employees progres-
sive download. Retrieving the content may include retrieving
the content using a data transport protocol.

In an embodiment of the method simultaneously streaming
the content includes maintaining a streaming state used by a
streaming media server. Prior to retrieving the content from
the media access server, it may be determined whether the
requested content is stored in local memory or local disk and
is not stale. Retrieving the content may include first request-
ing initial data used by a streaming media server to begin
streaming the content. Retrieving the content may include
generating at least one range request specifying a range of
data to be retrieved, wherein the range of data is selected
based on a measurement of response speed from the media
access server.

Retrieving the content may further include requesting an
additional portion of the content, and repeating the requesting
of an additional portion of content until all the content is
retrieved. Requesting an additional portion of the content and
repeating the requesting may include requesting sequential
portions of the content. Further still, the method may include
receiving a location-specific request specifying a particular
location within the content. The method may further include
interrupting the repeating of requesting sequential portions of
the content, and retrieving data from the media access server
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at the location specified in the location-specific request if the
data at the location has not yet been retrieved.

Anembodiment of a system for delivering content includes
an edge server configured to handle a request for specified
content. The edge server includes a media streaming server
configured to receive the request and stream the specified
content to a requester from a local memory, and a stream
caching server configured to retrieve the requested content
from a media access server while the media streaming server
is streaming at least a specified portion of the content, and
wherein the stream caching server is further configured to
store the retrieved content in a local cache and notify the
media streaming server that content is stored in local cache.

The stream caching server may be further configured to
first retrieve metadata associated with the content, wherein
the metadata is used by the media streaming server to begin
streaming the content when not all content is stored in the
local cache. The stream caching server may be further con-
figured to determine whether content stored in cache is stale,
and if the content is determined to be stale, send a request to
the media access server to revalidate the stale content.

The stream caching server may be further configured to
sequentially retrieve ranges of data in the requested content.
Still further, the stream caching server may be configured to
interrupt sequential retrieval of data to retrieve data at a par-
ticular location specified in a location-specific request. The
system may further include a media streaming broker config-
ured to maintain states of the media streaming server. The
stream caching server may be configured to retrieve the con-
tent over a data transport channel from a data transport server
of the media access server.

An embodiment of a computer program product includes
one or more computer-readable media storing computer-ex-
ecutable instructions, which cause a computer to carry out a
process for delivering content. An embodiment of the process
includes receiving a request from a requester for content, the
request identifying the content, determining whether the
identified content is stored in a local cache, if the identified
content is stored in the local cache, determining whether the
locally stored content is stale, if the identified content is
stored in the local cache and is not stale, notifying a media
streaming server that the content is ready for streaming, if the
identified content is stored in the local cache, and is stale,
requesting revalidation from a media access server, if the
identified content is not stored in cache, retrieving the iden-
tified content from the media access server, and simultaneous
to retrieving the content from the media access server, stream-
ing the content to the requester.

In an embodiment of the computer program product,
retrieving the content may further include first requesting at
least a first portion of the content, the first portion of the
content including parameters related to the content, notifying
the media streaming server that the first portion is ready for
streaming from the local cache, sequentially requesting
remaining portions of the content; and if a location-specific
request is received, interrupting sequential requesting of
remaining portions of the content to retrieve data at a particu-
lar location specified in the location-specific request.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates an example network environment suit-
able for distributing content according to various embodi-
ments.

FIG. 2 illustrates a system in terms of functional modules
for distributing content according to various embodiments.
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FIG. 3 is a functional module diagram illustrating one
possible implementation of a streaming cache module
according to various embodiments.

FIG. 4 is a state diagram illustrating one possible set of
states that a streaming cache module can enter according to
various embodiments.

FIGS. 5-7 are flowcharts illustrating example processes for
streaming content.

FIG. 8 is an example block diagram of a computer system
configured with a content streaming application and process
according to embodiments herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments presently disclosed generally relate to con-
tent distribution and delivery in a network. More specifically,
embodiments herein relate to streaming content to a requester
while simultaneously receiving the content from a media
access server.

FIG. 1 illustrates an example network environment 100
suitable for distributing content according to various embodi-
ments. A computer user (not shown) may access a content
distribution network (CDN) 102 using a computing device,
such as a desktop computer 104. The CDN 102 is illustrated
as a single network for ease of illustration, but in actual
operation, CDN 102 may typically include one or more net-
works.

For example, network 102 may represent one or more of a
service provider network, a wholesale provider network and
an intermediate network. The user computer 102 is illustrated
as a desktop computer, but the user may use any of numerous
different types of computing devices to access the network
102, including, but not limited to, a laptop computer, a hand-
held computer, a personal digital assistant (PDA), or a cell
phone.

The network 102 may be capable of providing content to
the computer 104. Content may be any of numerous types of
content, including video, audio, images, text, multimedia, or
any other type of media. The computer 104 includes an appli-
cation to receive, process and present content that is down-
loaded to the computer 104. For example, the computer 104
may include an Internet browser application, such as Internet
Explorer™ or Firefox™, and a streaming media player, such
as Flash Media Player™ or Quicktime™. When the user of
computer 104 selects a link (e.g., a hyperlink) to a particular
content item, the user’s web browser application causes a
request to be sent to a directory server 106, requesting that the
directory server provide a network address (e.g., and Internet
protocol (IP) address) where the content associated with the
link can be obtained.

In some embodiments, directory server 106 is a domain
name system (DNS), which resolves an alphanumeric domain
name to an IP address. Directory server 106 resolves the link
name (e.g., a universal resource locator (URL)) to an associ-
ated network address and then notifies the computer 104 of
the network address from which the computer 104 can
retrieve the selected content item. When the computer 104
receives the network address, the computer 104 then sends a
request for the selected content item to a computer, such as
streaming server computer 108, associated with the network
address supplied by the directory server 106.

In the particular embodiment illustrated, streaming server
computer 108 is an edge server of the CDN 102. Edge server
computer 108 may be more or less strategically placed within
the network 102 to achieve one or more performance objec-
tives such as reducing load on interconnecting networks,
freeing up capacity, scalability and lowering delivery costs.



US 9,185,158 B2

5

The edge server 108, for example, may cache content that
originates from another server, so that the cached content is
available in a more geographically or logically proximate
location to the end user. Such strategic placement of the edge
server 108 could reduce content download time to the user
computer 104.

Edge server computer 108 is configured to provide
requested content to a requester. As used herein, the term
“requester” can include any type of entity that could poten-
tially request content, whether the requester is the end user
computer or some intermediate device. As such, a requester
could be the user computer 104, but could also be another
computer, or a router, gateway or switch (not shown) request-
ing the content from the edge server computer 108. As will be
understood, requests generated by the computer 104 are typi-
cally routed over numerous “hops” between routers or other
devices to the edge server computer 108. Accordingly, a
requester of content could be any of numerous devices com-
municably coupled to the edge server computer 108.

As part of the function of providing requested content, the
edge server computer 108 in configured to determine whether
the requested content is available locally from the edge server
computer 108 to be provided to the requester. In one embodi-
ment, the requested content is available if the content is stored
locally in cache and is not stale. As discussed further below,
stale is a condition in which the content is older than a pre-
scribed amount of time, typically designated by a “time-to-
live” value. The edge computer server 108 is configured with
media streaming server software, such as Flash Media
Server™ (FMS) or Windows Media Server™ (WMS). As
such, if the requested content is found to be locally stored on
the edge computer server 108 and the cached content is not
stale, the media streaming software can stream the requested
content to the requester, in this case, the computer 104

If the edge server computer 108 determines that requested
content is not available (e.g., is either not locally stored or is
stale), the edge server computer 108 takes a remedial action to
accommodate the request. If the content is locally stored but
is stale, the remedial action involves attempting to revalidate
the content. If the content is not locally stored or revalidation
fails (in the case of stale content), the edge server computer
108 attempts to retrieve the requested content from another
source, such as a media access server. A media access server
(MAS) is a server computer that may be able to provide the
requested content.

In the illustrated embodiment, two possible media access
servers are shown: a content distribution server computer 110
and a content origin server 112. Content origin server 112 is
a server computer of a content provider. The content provider
may be a customer of a content distribution service provider
that operates the network 102. The origin server 112 may
reside in a content provider network 114.

In some embodiments, the content origin server 112 is an
HTTP server that supports virtual hosting. In this manner, the
content server can be configured to host multiple domains for
various media and content resources. During an example
operation, an HTTP HOST header can be sent to the origin
server 112 as part of an HTTP GET request. The HOST
header can specify a particular domain hosted by the origin
server 112, wherein the particular domain corresponds with a
host of the requested content.

The content distribution server 110 is typically a server
computer within the content distribution network 102. The
content distribution server 110 may reside logically in
between the content origin server 112, in the sense that con-
tent may be delivered to the content distribution server 110
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and then to the edge server computer 108. The content distri-
bution server 110 may also employ content caching.

In some embodiments, the edge server computer 108
locates the media access server by requesting a network
address from the directory server 106, or another device oper-
able to determine a network address of a media access server
that is capable of providing the content. The edge server
computer 108 then sends a request for content to the located
media access server. Regardless of which media access server
is contacted, the media access server can respond to a request
for specified content in several possible ways. The manner of
response can depend on the type of request as well as the
content associated with the request.

For example, the media access server could provide infor-
mation to the edge computer server 108 that indicates that the
locally cached version of the content on the edge computer
server 108 is not stale. Alternatively, the media access server
could send the specified content to the edge computer server
108, if the media access server has a non-stale copy of the
specified content. In one embodiment, the media access
server includes data transport server software, such as a
Hypertext Transport Protocol (HTTP) server, or web server.
In this case, the edge server computer 108 interacts with the
media access server using the data transport protocol
employed by the media access server.

With further regard to the communications between the
edge server computer 108 and the media access server com-
puter (e.g., either the content origin server 112 or the content
distribution server 110), the two servers may communicate
over a channel. These channels are illustrated as channel 116a
between the edge server computer 108 and the content distri-
bution server 110 and channel 1165 between the edge server
computer 108 and the content origin server 112. According to
various embodiments described herein, channels 116 are data
transport, meaning the channels 116 carry data using a data
transport protocol, such as HTTP.

The edge server 108 is configured to retrieve content using
a data transport protocol while simultaneously streaming
content to the content requester. For example, the edge server
computer 108 is operable to simultaneously stream requested
content to the requester (e.g., the computer 104) while receiv-
ing the content from the origin server computer 112 over the
data transport protocol channel 1165. Operations carried out
by the edge server computer 108 and modules employed by
the edge server computer 108 to perform simultaneous
streaming and content retrieval are discussed in detail below.

FIG. 2 illustrates a streaming content delivery framework
200 including an edge server computer 202 and a media
access server computer 204. Edge server computer 202 is
configured with modules operable to retrieve content from the
MAS 204, if necessary, while streaming the content to an
entity that has requested the content. In some embodiments,
retrieval of requested content from the MAS 204 is simulta-
neous with streaming of the content to the requester.

In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 2, the edge server
computer 202 includes a media streaming server 206, a media
streaming broker 208, a stream caching module 210 and a
content cache 212. In an illustrative scenario, a content
request 214 is received from a requester. The content request
has various information, including, but not limited to, an
identifier of the content being requested. The request 214 may
identify a particular portion of the content being requested.

The request 214 is initially received by the media stream-
ing server. The media streaming server 206 could be a Flash
Media Server™ (FMS), Windows Media Server™ (WMS),
or other streaming media service. The media streaming server
206 is configured to communicate data with a content
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requester using a data streaming protocol (e.g., Real Time
Messaging Protocol (RTMP)) in response to content requests.
Upon receipt of request 214, the media streaming server 206
passes the request 214 to the media streaming broker 208 and
waits for a response from the broker 208. As such, the media
streaming broker 208 maintains the state of the media stream-
ing server 206.

The media streaming broker 208 is operable to serve as a
go-between for the media streaming server 206 and the
stream caching module 210. As such, the media streaming
broker 208 facilitates communications between the media
streaming server 206 and the stream caching module 210 to
thereby support streaming of content. In one embodiment, the
media streaming broker 208 is a software plug-in that uses
application programming interfaces (APIs) of the media
streaming server 206 to communicate with the media stream-
ing server 206. The media streaming broker 208 is operable to
handle requests from the media streaming server 206, main-
tain some state of the media streaming server 206, and notify
the media streaming server when content is in the cache 212.
When the media streaming broker 208 receives a content
request, the broker 208 generates a content request to the
stream caching module 210.

The stream caching module (SCM) 210 includes function-
ality for responding to content requests from the broker 208.
In one embodiment, shown in FIG. 3, which is discussed in
conjunction with FIG. 2, the SCM 210 includes a streaming
request handler 302, a cache manager 304 and a data transport
interface 306. The streaming request handler 302 receives the
request from the broker 208 and queries the cache manager
304 whether the requested content is in the cache 212. The
cache manager 304 determines if the requested content exists
in the cache 212.

If the requested content is in the cache 212, the cache
manager 304 of the SCM 210 checks the age of the content to
determine if the content is stale. Generally, each content item
has an associated time-to-live (TTL) value. The cache man-
ager 304 notifies the request handler 302 of the results of the
checks on the requested content; i.e., whether the content
exists, and if so, whether the content is stale.

If the content exists in the cache 212 and is not stale, the
request handler 302 notifies the media streaming server 206
via the media streaming broker that the content is ready to be
streamed and provides alocation in the cache 212 from which
the content can be read. If the content is not in the cache 212,
orthe content is stale, the request handler 302 notifies the data
transport interface 306. The data transport interface 306 is
configured to communicate over a data transport channel,
such as an HTTP channel 216, to the MAS 204.

The data transport interface 306 transmits a request 218 to
the MAS 204 identifying the requested content. The request
218 may be one of several different types of requests, depend-
ing on the situation. For example, if it was determined that the
requested content was in the cache 212, but the content was
stale, the data transport interface 306 transmits a HEAD
request (in the case of HT'TP) to the MAS 204 indicating that
the current state of the requested content in the local cache is
stale. If the requested content is not in the cache 212, the data
transport interface 306 transmits a GET (in the case of HTTP)
request to the MAS 204 to retrieve at least a portion of the
content from the MAS 204. The MAS 204 includes a data
transport server 220, which receives and processes the request
218.

The data transport server 220 is configured to communi-
cate via a data transport protocol, such as HT TP, over the data
transport channel 216. Initially, the data transport server 220
determines if the content identified in the request 218 is in a
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8
content database 222 accessible to the MAS 204. The data
transport server 220 queries the content database 222 for the
requested content. Based on the response of the content data-
base 222, the data transport server 220 generates a response
224, the contents of which depend on whether the requested
content is in the database 222.

The response 224 generally includes a validity indicator,
which indicates that the request 218 was or was not success-
fully received, understood and accepted. If the data transport
protocol is HTTP, the response 224 indicator is a numerical
code. If the requested content is not in the database 222, the
code indicates invalidity, such as an HTTP 404 code, indicat-
ing the content was not found in the database 222.

If the requested content, for example file 226, is found in
the database 222, the response 224 code will be a valid indi-
cator, such as HTTP 2XX, where “X” can take on different
values according to the HTTP definition. If the request 218 to
the MAS 204 is a HEAD request, and the content is found in
the database 222, the response 224 typically includes an
HTTP 200 code. The response 224 to a HEAD request also
includes information indicating whether the TTL of the con-
tent in cache 212 is revalidated or not. In the case of a GET
request, and the requested content, e.g., file 226, is found in
the database 222, the response 224 includes an HTTP code,
along with a portion of the content 226.

The data transport interface 306 of the stream cache mod-
ule 210 receives the response 224 and determines the appro-
priate action to take. In general, the data transport interface
306 notifies the streaming request handler 302 as to whether
the content was found by the MAS 204 or not. If the content
was not found by the MAS 204, and, assuming the cache
manager 304 did not find the content in cache 212, the stream-
ing request handler 302 notifies the media streaming server
206 via the media streaming broker 208 that the requested
content is not found.

Ifthe response 224 is a valid response to a HEAD request,
the response 224 will indicate whether the TTL of stale con-
tent in cache 212 has been revalidated. If the TTL is revali-
dated, the cache manager 304 updates the TTL of the vali-
dated content and notifies the streaming request handler 302
that the content is available in cache 212 and is not stale. Ifthe
response 224 indicates that the stale content in cache 212 is
not revalidated, the cache manager 304 deletes the stale con-
tent and indicates that the content is not in cache 212. The
streaming request handler 302 then requests the content from
the data transport interface 306.

A GET request can specify a portion of the content to be
retrieved and ifthe GET request is valid, the response 224 will
generally include the specified portion of the identified con-
tent. The request 218 can be a partial file request, or a range
request, which specifies a range of data in the file 226 to be
sent by the data transport server 220. The range may be
specified by a beginning location and an amount; e.g., a byte
count. Range requests are particularly useful for certain types
of content and in response to certain requests, or other situa-
tions.

For example, if the requested file 226 is a Flash™ file, the
first one or more GET requests will specify the portion(s) of
the file 226 that are needed for the media streaming server 206
to immediately start streaming the file 226 to the requester.
The entire file 226 is not required in order for the media
streaming server 206 to start streaming the file 226 to the
requester. In some cases, a particular portion of the content
includes metadata about the content that enables the media
streaming server 206 needs to start the streaming. Metadata
may include file size, file format, frame count, frame size, file
type or other information.
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It has been found that for a Flash™ file, such as file 226,
only a head portion 228 of the file 226 and a tail portion 230
of the file 226 are initially needed to start streaming the file
226 because the head 228 and the tail 230 include metadata
describing the file 226. The remainder 232 of the file 226 can
be obtained later. In one embodiment, the head portion 228 is
the first 2 megabytes (MB) and the tail portion 230 is last 1
MB of the file 226, although these particular byte ranges may
vary depending on various factors.

In the case of Flash™ file 226, after the head portion 228
and tail portion 230 of file 226 have been received by the data
transport interface 306, the data transport interface 306 stores
those portions in the cache 212, and the streaming request
handler 302 is notified that the initial portions of the requested
content are available in cache 212. The request handler 302
then notifies the streaming media server 206 of the location of
the initial portions of the content in the cache 212. The
streaming media server 206 then begins reading content from
the cache 212 and sending streaming content 234 to the
requester.

While the media streaming server 206 is streaming content
to the requester, the SCM 210 continues to retrieve content of
the file 226 from the MAS 204 until the remainder 232 is
retrieved. The data transport interface 306 of the SCM 210
sends one or more additional GET requests to the data trans-
port server 220 of the MAS 204, specifying range(s) of con-
tent to retrieve. In some embodiments, the data transport
interface 306 requests sequential portions of the file 226 in set
byte sizes, such as 2 MB or 5 MB at a time until the entire file
226 has been retrieved. The amount requested with each
request can be adjusted depending on various parameters,
including real time parameters, such as the latency of com-
munications to and from the MAS 204.

During streaming of the requested content, the requester
may issue a location-specific request requesting that data be
streamed from a particular specified location within the con-
tent. The specified location may or may not yet be stored in
the content cache 212. Such a location-specific request is
received by the streaming media server 206 and passed to the
media streaming broker 208. The streaming media broker 208
sends a request to the request handler 302 of the SCM 210.
The request handler 302 requests that the cache manager 304
provide data from the specified location. The cache manager
304 attempts to retrieve data at the specified location in the file
from the cache 212.

If the specified location is not yet in the cache 212, the
cache manager 304 notifies the request handler 302. The
request handler 302 then requests that the data transport inter-
face 306 retrieve content at the specified location. In
response, the data transport interface 306 sends a GET
request specifying a range of data starting at the specified
location, regardless of whether and where the data transport
interface 306 was in the midst of downloading the file 226.

For example, if the location specified by the requester is at
the end of the file 226, and the data transport interface 306 is
in the process of sequentially downloading the file 226 and is
at the beginning of the file 226, the data transport interface
306 interrupts its sequential download and sends a range
request for data starting at the specified location. After con-
tent is retrieved from the specified location the data transport
interface 306 resumes its sequential download from where it
left off prior to receiving the location-specific request.

The components of the edge server 202, the MAS 204 and
the stream cache module of FIG. 3 may be combined or
reorganized in any fashion, depending on the particular
implementation. For example, the data stores (e.g., content
cache 212 and content data base 222) may be separate from
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their associated servers. The data stores may be any type of
memory or storage and may employ any type of content
storage method. The data stores, such as content cache 212
and database 222, may include database server software,
which enables interaction with the data stores.

FIG. 4 is a state diagram 400 illustrating states that a
streaming cache module, such as stream caching module 210
(FIG. 2), or similar component, may enter, and conditions that
cause entry into and exit from those states. Initially, in this
example scenario, the SCM 210 may enter state A 402 when
the SCM 210 receives a request for specified content. It will
be understood that the SCM 210 may enter another state
initially, but for purposes of illustration, it is assumed here
that the content specified in the request is not in local cache.
In state A 402, the SCM determines that the specified content
is not in the local cache. Upon determining that the specified
content is not in the local cache, the SCM enters state B 404.

Upon entry into state B 404, the SCM outputs one or more
range requests to a media access server and begins receiving
content and/or metadata from the media access server (MAS).
It is assumed in this case that the MAS has, or can obtain, a
non-stale copy of the requested file.

With regard to range requests generated by the SCM 210,
each of the one or more range requests specifies a beginning
location of data and a range of data to be retrieved. The range
request is a type of request supported by a data transport
protocol, suchas HTTP, and is recognized by the MAS, which
includes a data transport server, such as an HTTP or web
server. Thus, the MAS is able to read the range request(s) and
respond with portions of the requested content identified in
the range request(s).

An initial range request may specify a location in the file
that includes metadata about the file that enables the stream-
ing media server to promptly begin streaming the requested
content. Such metadata can include control data or definitions
that are used by the streaming media server to stream the
content.

For example, in the case of a Flash™ file, the initial range
request may specify the head of the Flash™ file, which gives
information about the layout of the file, such as entire file size,
frame size, total number of frames, and so on. In the case of
Flash™ files, the initial range request, or one of the first range
requests typically also specifies an end portion of the file
because the end portion includes information used by the
streaming media server to begin streaming the content of the
file. For example, in some embodiments, the SCM generates
a range request for the first two megabytes of a specified
Flash™ file and the last one MB of the Flash™ file.

In state B 404, the SCM continues to request and receive
content data until the entire file is retrieved. The content may
be retrieved in sequential order from beginning to end of the
content file, or the content may be retrieved in some other
order. Out of sequential order retrieval may occur in response
to a location-specific request from a user viewing the content
to move to another specified location in the file. For example,
the user may advance (or “rewind”) to a particular place in the
streaming content file through the user’s streaming media
player.

When the user moves to a particular location in the stream-
ing file, a request is sent to the SCM specifying the particular
location in the file to move to. In response, in state B 404, the
SCM generates arange request specifying the requested place
in the file. The SCM may also notify the streaming media
server (e.g., via the media streaming broker 208) when a
portion or portions of the content have been stored in local
cache, so that the streaming media server can begin streaming
those portion(s).
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After the requested content file is completely downloaded,
the SCM may generate an output indicating the file is down-
loaded. The SCM then enters state C 406. In state C 406, the
SCM waits until the content becomes stale. In state C 406, the
SCM checks the age of the content file and compares the age
to a specified “time-to-live” (TTL) value, which may be pro-
vided in a message from the MAS. When the content file
becomes stale, the SCM enters state D 408.

In state D 408, the SCM sends a request to the MAS to
revalidate the content file. The MAS may send a message
indicating successful revalidation and a new TTL value. If so,
the SCM returns to state C 406, where the SCM again waits
until the TTL expires. On the other hand, while in state D 408,
if the MAS does not revalidate the content, or generates a
message indicating a revalidation failure, the SCM returns to
state A 402. Before entering state A from state D, the SCM
deletes the stale content.

With further regard to the revalidation of content, one
embodiment involves the use of HTTP headers. In this
embodiment the SCM sends a HEAD request and will expect
one of the HTTP headers: Cache-Control or Expires. Those
headers provide TTL information. After a given content file is
fully downloaded, the SCM checks the TTL of the given
content file in response to each incoming request for the file.
If the content file ages past the TTL, then the SCM will send
another HEAD request to revalidate the content. The response
will depend on the media access server. For example, the
Apache HTTP Server responds with a “200” response. Upon
receipt of the “200” response SCM checks both the modify-
ing time and the file size to make sure the cache content is still
valid. As another example, the Microsoft’s IIST™ HTTP
server responds to a HEAD request with a “200” if the content
is modified and stale, or “304” (not modified) if the content is
still valid.

FIGS. 5-7 are flow charts illustrating processes for han-
dling a request to deliver content. In general, the processes
include determining whether content in a local cache is avail-
able to be streamed and, if so, streaming the requested content
to the requester from the local cache; if not, content is revali-
dated and/or retrieved from a media access server and simul-
taneously streamed to the requester. The operations need not
be performed in the particular order shown. The operations
can be performed by functional modules such as one or more
of the media streaming server 206, streaming media broker
208 and stream caching module 210 (FIG. 2), or other mod-
ules.

Referring specifically now to FIG. 5, in content request
handling operation 500, a request is initially received for
specified content in receiving operation 502. The requested
content is identified in the request. A query operation 504
determines if the requested content exists in local cache. If it
is determined that the requested content exists in local cache,
another query operation 506 determines if the content in local
cache is stale. In one embodiment, query operation 506 com-
pares the age of the locally cached content to a TTL value
associated with the content, and if the age is greater than the
TTL value, the content is stale; otherwise the content is not
stale.

If the locally cached content is determined to be not stale,
the operation 506 branches “NO” to streaming operation 508.
In streamlining operation 508, the locally cached content is
streamed to the requester. On the other hand, if the locally
cached content is determined to be stale, the operation 506
branches “YES” to sending operation 510.

In sending operation 510, a HEAD request is sent to a
media access server (MAS) to revalidate the locally cached
content. In another query operation 512 checks the response
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from the MAS to determine whether the locally cached con-
tent is revalidated. If the content is revalidated, the operation
512 branches “YES” to updating operation 514. Updating
operation 514 updates the TTL value associated with the
locally cached content, so that the locally cached content is no
longer stale. The locally cached content is then streamed in
streaming operation 508.

Returning to query operation 512, if the response from the
MAS indicates that the locally cached content is not revali-
dated, the operation 512 branches “NO” to deleting operation
516. Deleting operation 516 deletes the locally cached con-
tent. After deleting operation 516, and if, in query operation
504 it is determined that the requested content is not in the
local cache, the operation 504 branches to retrieving opera-
tion 518. In retrieving operation 518, the requested content is
retrieved from the MAS while the content is simultaneously
streamed to the requester.

In one embodiment retrieving operation 518 retrieves the
content using a data transport protocol (e.g., HTTP) while
simultaneously delivering the content using a streaming
media protocol. Examples of the retrieving operation 518 are
shown in FIGS. 6-7 and described below.

FIG. 6 is a flow chart illustrating a simultaneous retrieval
and streaming operation 518. The operations shown in FIGS.
6-7 are typically performed by a stream caching module, such
as SCM 210 (FIG. 2), or similar component. The descriptions
and scenarios described with respect to FIGS. 6-7 assume that
the media access server (MAS) has a non-stale copy of the
requested content.

In the case of HTTP, GET requests are sent to the MAS in
sending operation 602. The initial one or more GET requests
request portion(s) of the content that include metadata
describing the layout of the content so that streaming of the
content can begin. In one embodiment, for example, when the
content to be retrieved in Flash™ media, the first one or two
GET requests are range requests for a front portion of the
content and an end portion of the content, which contain
metadata used to begin streaming.

A storing operation 604 stores the retrieved portions of the
content in cache. A notifying operation 606 notifies the
streaming media server that the initial portions of the
requested content are in cache and ready for streaming. The
streaming media server will responsively begin streaming the
requested content. Meanwhile, the SCM will continue to
retrieve portions of the requested content in retrieving opera-
tion 608.

The retrieving operation 608 includes sending one or more
additional GET requests for ranges of data in the requested
content to the MAS. Content data received from the MAS is
stored in cache where the streaming media server can access
the content for continued streaming. In one embodiment,
retrieving operation 608 retrieves portions of the content
sequentially. The portions of content are of a size specified in
the range requests. The portion sizes may be set or adapted,
depending on various design or real-time parameters. In some
embodiments, the portion size is set to 5 MB, but other sizes
are possible and likely, depending on the implementation.
Retrieving operation 608 continues until the entire content
file has been retrieved and stored in cache.

During retrieving operation 608, a location-specific
request may be received in receiving operation 610. When a
location-specific request is received, the usual order of con-
tent retrieval (e.g., sequential) is temporarily interrupted to
retrieve content data from the particular location specified in
the location-specific request. A particular embodiment of a
process of handling a location-specific request is shown in
FIG. 7 and described further below.
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After handling a location-specific request, the retrieving
process 608 resumes. Retrieving operation 608 can continue
to retrieve data sequentially after the location specified in the
location-specific request, or the retrieving operation 608
could resume retrieval sequentially from where it was when
the location-specific request was received.

FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating a location-specific
requesting handling operation 700, which can be used to
respond to a location-specific request when content is being
streamed to the requester. As discussed, a location-specific
request is a request to provide data at a particular location
within content that is currently being streamed. Streaming
media protocols are adapted to promptly move to a requested
location within a content file.

However, in progressive download protocols, such as pro-
gressive download schemes often used with HTTP, moving to
a particular place in the content while the content is being
downloaded often causes delays because progressive down-
load requires that all data prior to the desired location is
downloaded first. Using the scheme shown in FIGS. 6-7
enables streaming of content that would otherwise be deliv-
ered via progressive download over a data transport channel,
thereby reducing or removing delay associated with a move to
a particular location in the content.

Initially, in moving operation 700, a query operation 702
determines whether data at the particular location specified in
the location-specific request is stored in local cache. Query
operation 702 may utilize a tolerance, whereby it is checked
that at least a certain minimum amount of data after the
specific location is stored in the local cache. For example,
query operation 702 may check that at least 1 MB (or some
other amount) of data after the specified location is stored in
local cache. By using a tolerance, the moving operation 700
can avoid delays by ensuring that at least a minimum amount
of data at the specified location is available for streaming.

Ifit is determined that at least the minimum amount of data
is stored in local cache, the query operation 702 branches
“YES” to notifying operation 704. Notifying operation 704
notifies the media streaming server of the location in cache
that the requested data is at for delivery. After notifying opera-
tion 704, the operation 700 returns to retrieving operation 608
(FIG. 6). As discussed above, retrieving operation 608 may
continue retrieving portions of the content after the location
specified in the location-specific request, or resume retrieval
from the location prior to receiving the location-specific
request.

Referring again to query operation 702, if it is determined
that the minimum amount of data at the specified location is
not stored in cache, the query operation 702 branches “NO”’ to
sending operation 706. Sending operation 706 generates a
GET request specifying a range of data after the specified
location. The amount of data specified in the range request
can be the byte count retrieved in GET requests generated in
operation 602 (FIG. 6), or some other byte count. A storing
operation 708 receives the requested data and stores the data
in the local cache. After storing operation 708, the moving
operation 700 branches to notifying operation 704 where the
media streaming server is notified of the location of the
requested data in cache.

FIG. 8 is a schematic diagram of a computer system 800
upon which embodiments of the present invention may be
implemented and carried out. For example, one or more com-
puting devices 800 may be used to stream requested content
to a requester, and, if necessary, simultaneously retrieve the
requested content from another source of the content. Com-
puter system 800 generally exemplifies any number of com-
puting devices, including general purpose computers (e.g.,

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

14

desktop, laptop or server computers) or specific purpose com-
puters (e.g., embedded systems).

According to the present example, the computer system
800 includes a bus 801 (i.e., interconnect), at least one pro-
cessor 802, at least one communications port 803, a main
memory 804, a removable storage media 805, a read-only
memory 806, and a mass storage 807. Processor(s) 802 canbe
any known processor, such as, but not limited to, an Intel®
Ttanium® or Itanium 2® processor(s), AMD® Opteron® or
Athlon MP® processor(s), or Motorola® lines of processors.
Communications ports 803 can be any of an RS-232 port for
use with a modem based dial-up connection, a 10/100 Ether-
net port, a Gigabit port using copper or fiber, or a USB port.
Communications port(s) 803 may be chosen depending on a
network such as a Local Area Network (LAN), a Wide Area
Network (WAN), or any network to which the computer
system 800 connects. The computer system 800 may be in
communication with peripheral devices (e.g., display screen
830, input device 816) via Input/Output (I/O) port 809.

Main memory 804 can be Random Access Memory
(RAM), or any other dynamic storage device(s) commonly
known in the art. Read-only memory 806 can be any static
storage device(s) such as Programmable Read-Only Memory
(PROM) chips for storing static information such as instruc-
tions for processor 802. Mass storage 807 can be used to store
information and instructions. For example, hard disks such as
the Adaptec® family of Small Computer Serial Interface
(SCSI) drives, an optical disc, an array of disks such as
Redundant Array of Independent Disks (RAID), such as the
Adaptec® family of RAID drives, or any other mass storage
devices may be used.

Bus 801 communicatively couples processor(s) 802 with
the other memory, storage and communications blocks. Bus
801 can be a PCI/PCI-X, SCSI, or Universal Serial Bus
(USB) based system bus (or other) depending on the storage
devices used. Removable storage media 805 can be any kind
of external hard-drives, floppy drives, IOMEGA® Zip
Drives, Compact Disc-Read Only Memory (CD-ROM),
Compact Disc-Re-Writable (CD-RW), Digital Video Disk-
Read Only Memory (DVD-ROM), etc.

Embodiments herein may be provided as a computer pro-
gram product, which may include a machine-readable
medium having stored thereon instructions, which may be
used to program a computer (or other electronic devices) to
perform a process. The machine-readable medium may
include, but is not limited to, floppy diskettes, optical discs,
CD-ROMs, magneto-optical disks, ROMs, RAMs, erasable
programmable read-only memories (EPROMs), electrically
erasable programmable read-only memories (EEPROMs),
magnetic or optical cards, flash memory, or other type of
media/machine-readable medium suitable for storing elec-
tronic instructions. Moreover, embodiments herein may also
be downloaded as a computer program product, wherein the
program may be transferred from a remote computer to a
requesting computer by way of data signals embodied in a
carrier wave or other propagation medium via a communica-
tion link (e.g., modem or network connection).

As shown, main memory 804 is encoded with content
streaming application 850-1 that supports functionality as
discussed herein. For example, content streaming application
850-1 can include the streaming media broker 208 and the
stream caching server 210 of FIG. 2. The media streaming
server 206 may be part of the content streaming application
850-1 or a separate application. Content streaming applica-
tion 850-1 (and/or other resources as described herein) can be
embodied as software code such as data and/or logic instruc-
tions (e.g., code stored in the memory or on another computer
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readable medium such as a disk) that supports processing
functionality according to different embodiments described
herein.

During operation of one embodiment, processor(s) 802
accesses main memory 804 via the use of bus 801 in order to
launch, run, execute, interpret or otherwise perform the logic
instructions of the content streaming application 850-1.
Execution of content streaming application 850-1 produces
processing functionality in content streaming process 850-2.
In other words, the content streaming process 850-2 repre-
sents one or more portions of the content streaming applica-
tion 850-1 performing within or upon the processor(s) 802 in
the computer system 800.

It should be noted that, in addition to the content streaming
process 850-2 that carries out operations as discussed herein,
other embodiments herein include the content streaming
application 850-1 itself (i.e., the un-executed or non-perform-
ing logic instructions and/or data). The content streaming
application 850-1 may be stored on a computer readable
medium (e.g., a repository) such as a floppy disk, hard disk or
in an optical medium. According to other embodiments, the
content streaming application 850-1 can also be stored in a
memory type system such as in firmware, read only memory
(ROM), or, as in this example, as executable code within the
main memory 804 (e.g., within Random Access Memory or
RAM). For example, content streaming application 850-1
may also be stored in removable storage media 805, read-only
memory 806, and/or mass storage device 807.

Example functionality supported by computer system 800
and, more particularly, functionality associated with content
streaming application 850-1 and content streaming process
850-2 is discussed above with reference to FIGS. 1-7.

In addition to these embodiments, it should also be noted
that other embodiments herein include the execution of the
content streaming application 850-1 in processor(s) 802 as
the content streaming process 850-2. Thus, those skilled in
the art will understand that the computer system 800 can
include other processes and/or software and hardware com-
ponents, such as an operating system that controls allocation
and use of hardware resources.

As discussed herein, embodiments of the present invention
include various steps or operations. A variety of these steps
may be performed by hardware components or may be
embodied in machine-executable instructions, which may be
used to cause a general-purpose or special-purpose processor
programmed with the instructions to perform the operations.
Alternatively, the steps may be performed by a combination
of hardware, software, and/or firmware. The term “module”
refers to a self-contained functional component, which can
include hardware, software, firmware or any combination
thereof.

Various modifications and additions can be made to the
example embodiments discussed herein without departing
from the scope of the present invention. For example, while
the embodiments described above refer to particular features,
the scope of this invention also includes embodiments having
different combinations of features and embodiments that do
not include all of the described features. Accordingly, the
scope of the present invention is intended to embrace all such
alternatives, modifications, and variations together with all
equivalents thereof.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for delivering content over a network, the
method comprising:

receiving a request for the content from a requester device,

the request including a location-specific request speci-
fying a particular location within the content;

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

55

60

65

16

retrieving a first portion of the content from a media access
server by generating at least one range request specify-
ing a range of data to be retrieved and a beginning
location within the content corresponding to the particu-
lar location within the content, wherein the range of data
is selected based on a measurement of response speed
from the media access server;

upon receiving the first portion of the content, streaming
the first portion of the content to the requester device;

while streaming the first portion of the content, retrieving
the remaining portion of the content from the media
access server; and

storing the entirety of the content in a local memory of an
edge server of a content distribution network upon
retrieval of the entirety of the content from the media
access server for subsequent requests for the content
such that the entirety of the content is available at the
edge server for additional requests for the content.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the media access server
comprises a server selected from a group comprising an ori-
gin server and a content distribution server.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein retrieving the remaining
portion of the content comprises requesting the remaining
portion of the content from a server that employs progressive
download.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein retrieving the first por-
tion of the content comprises retrieving the first portion of the
content using a data transport protocol.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein streaming the first
portion of the content comprises maintaining a streaming
state used by a streaming media server.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising, prior to
retrieving the first portion of the content from the media
access server, determining whether the requested content is
stored in the local memory and is not stale.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein retrieving the first por-
tion of the content comprises requesting initial data used by a
streaming media server to begin streaming the content.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein retrieving the remaining
portion of the content comprises requesting an additional
portion of the content other than the first portion, and repeat-
ing the requesting of an additional portion of content until the
entirety of the content is retrieved.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein requesting an additional
portion of the content and repeating the requesting comprises
requesting sequential portions of the content.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the method further
comprises:

interrupting the repeating of requesting sequential portions
of the content; and

retrieving data from the media access server at the location
specified in the location-specific request if the data at the
location has not yet been retrieved.

11. A system for delivering content, the system compris-

ing:

an edge server of a content distribution network configured
to handle a request for a first portion of a specified
content, the request including a location-specific request
specifying a particular location within the content,
wherein the edge server includes:

a local memory configured to store the entirety of the
specified content;

a media streaming server configured to receive the request
and stream the first portion of the specified content to a
requester from the local memory; and

a stream caching server configured to retrieve the remain-
ing portion of the specified content from a media access
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server by generating at least one range request specify-
ing a range of data to be retrieved and a beginning
location within the content corresponding to a location
within the content while the media streaming server is
streaming at least the first portion of the specified con-
tent, wherein the stream caching server is further con-
figured to notify the media streaming server that the
entirety of the specified content is stored in the local
memory such that the entirety of the specified content is
available at the edge server for additional requests for the
content, and wherein the stream caching server is further
configured to interrupt the retrieval of the remaining
portion of the specified content to retrieve data at a
particular location specified in the location-specific
request.

12. The system of claim 11 wherein the stream caching
server is further configured to retrieve metadata associated
with the specified content, wherein the metadata is used by
the media streaming server to begin streaming the first portion
of the specified content when not all content is stored in the
local memory.

13. The system of claim 11, wherein the stream caching
server is further configured to determine whether the first
portion of the specified content stored in memory is stale, and
if the content is determined to be stale, send a request to the
media access server to revalidate the stale content.

14. The system of claim 11, wherein the stream caching
server is further configured to sequentially retrieve ranges of
data in the remaining portion of the specified content.

15. The system of claim 14, further comprising a media
streaming broker configured to maintain states of the media
streaming server.

16. The system of claim 14, wherein the stream caching
server is configured to retrieve the remaining portion of the
specified content over a data transport channel from a data
transport server of the media access server.

17. A computer program product including a non-transi-
tory computer-readable media storing computer-executable
instructions, which cause a computer to carry out a process
comprising:
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receiving a request from a requester for content at an edge
server of a content distribution network, the request
identifying the content and a first portion of the content
associated with a particular location within the content;

determining whether the identified content is stored in a

local cache;

if the identified content is stored in the local cache, deter-

mining whether the locally stored content is stale;

if the identified content is stored in the local cache and is

not stale, notifying a media streaming server that the
content is ready for streaming;

if the identified content is stored in the local cache, and is

stale, requesting revalidation from a media access
server;

ifthe identified content is not stored in cache, retrieving the

first portion of the identified content from the media
access server by generating at least one range request
specifying arange of data to be retrieved and a beginning
location within the identified content corresponding to
the particular location within the content;

streaming the first portion of the content to the requester

device;

while streaming the first portion of the content, retrieving

the remaining portion of the content from the media
access server; and

storing the entirety of the content in the local cache of the

edge server upon retrieval of the entirety of the identified
content from the media access server such that the
entirety of the content is available at the edge server for
additional requests for the content.

18. The computer program product of claim 17, wherein
retrieving the remaining portion of the content further com-
prises:

sequentially requesting remaining portions of the content;

and

interrupting sequential requesting of remaining portions of

the content to retrieve data at the particular location
specified in the location-specific request.
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